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Korczak’s Children is a play based on the real-life director of an orphanage in Warsaw in World War II.  

He was also a famous children’s author, with the pen name Janusz Korczak.  Like so many of his time he was 

a victim of the Holocaust and sacrificed himself – despite having an opportunity to escape – by never leaving 

the side of the orphans and accompanying them to their deaths at Treblinka. 

So a very heavy topic – but a subject about which we must never forget. 

Any review of this play would be incomplete without considering how the play came to be written and 

staged.  The ‘Creation Lab 2019’ includes 10 students who, at the time of performance, ranged from age 13 

to (just) 17. First Act: Drama Tuition has supported the students who have completed every element of 

staging this production: choosing the subject; writing the play; designing the production; budgeting; sound; 

administration – and then directing and performing the production.   

What a triumph!  Creation Lab = Creative Tour de Force. 

The play was staged in the round (well actually, in the ‘rectangle’!). One row of seats on each side of the 

performance space – every member of the audience had a front row seat. This immediately gave an intimacy 

and a connection with the production. 

The performance area was set with several pieces of brick wall (a few bricks high), some boxes, various props 

and a packing trunk (which was also used to store some props used during the production). There was a 

scattering of leaves on the floor. This space was then brilliantly used throughout to create pictures in the 

mind of different settings such as interior rooms, woods, and a train carriage. 

Nine of the students were playing orphans from Korczak’s orphanage. As they most movingly described in 

their script, you don’t have to actually be related to consider yourself to be family. 

The final student (Joe Griffith) arrived later in the story as the mysterious character Elias.  Joe had also 

directed the play.  The direction was outstanding. The use of the space to create the various settings; the 

movement within the area so all of the audience could see what was happening  (and never feel as though 

you were behind the performers, even performed in the round); the transitions between scenes; the effects 

created before our eyes (performers holding branches aloft to create a woodland) – all were effective; all 

were clever; all helped the audience focus on the performance and the story.  

The nine orphans all had very distinct and well-defined characters.  The orphans got split up and some of 

them escaped during the transport.  The two groups remaining concerned about what had happened to their 

other “family” members. 

Jamie Pollard (playing Alek), as one of the older (still only 17!) performers displayed his seniority and had 

great gravitas. Wonderful contrasts between the character’s anger and frustration and his compassion for 

his younger “family”. Crystal clear diction and total believability.  

Gemma Short (playing Halina), displayed a whole range of emotions, from fear of what was happening to 

support for the other orphans. Excellent facial expressions and Gemma eyes moved around as if she was 

determined to keep track of all the action. 

In one scene a lullaby was sung, a cappella, for the younger orphans. This was started by Amy Groves 

(Tatiana) – such a beautiful warm voice and performed with such kindness, reflecting her character. Alek also 

joined in. A lovely duet. A wonderful, soothing, hypnotic lullaby – which the characters said had been sung 

to them by Korczak.  It won’t surprise anyone to know that the students even wrote this song.  Is there 

nothing they can’t do? 



Taylor Fotheringham (Jakob) has a remarkable ability to stay in character for every second. In scenes where 

he was not the centre of the action he continued to act throughout – the fear, concern, worry, all etched on 

his face. Excellent characterisation. 

Sound effects were well designed and sounded authentic e.g. the train, various voice overs (some in 

German). Occasionally these were a little too loud making a some of the script more difficult to hear. 

The transitions between the scenes were very slick. All of the performers, for example, moving props, 

changing the positions of boxes - all extremely quickly so there was a smooth flow from one setting to the 

next. This production really had been very well rehearsed. 

The lighting was cleverly used to create various settings and moods – of particular note was the spotlight 

effect of the orphans in the centre of the stage (raised on boxes, and all facing out to each side of the 

audience) answering questions, being interrogated. Chilling. 

All of the performers had a great command of their script with all lines delivered with confidence and in 

character.  Performing in the round it is more important to ensure absolute clarity of diction as sometime 

the actors are facing away from sections of the audience. For some of the lines a slower delivery may have 

assisted the audience to grasp each word. 

Ellie Faulkner (Maryla) and Emily Lavelle (Sabina) both stood out for their believable facial expressions and 

their brilliant listening/reacting skills.  Bodhi Davies (Zachariah) has great stage craft and moved effortlessly 

around the performance space (great diction, too). All three of these performers were so in character every 

movement seemed totally genuine and didn’t feel ‘acted’ at all. 

Ieuan Evans (Edan) displayed a range of emotions from energised to totally deflated, injured, when he 

appears battered and bruised.  A great contrast, well portrayed.  Congratulations to whoever did the bruise 

make-up – very convincing. 

Jack Radcliffe (Taavi) – this character is younger, protected by the other orphans – and yet perhaps wise 

beyond his years.  One group of orphans had hidden in a house and Elias arrives and asks to be taken in.  Alek 

is set against taking in someone they don’t know. Taavi reminds them that they were all taken in by Korczak 

when they needed a home – they should follow his example. Jack was endearing in the role and you had 

immediate empathy for his character. 

Elias got you intrigued – Who was he? What was his background? Is he good or bad?  Excellently played by 

Joe Griffith – maintaining the tension which lead to the characters breaking into a fight, a gun being drawn 

– and an accidental shot fired which killed Taavi. 

The whole play demonstrated that from a young age the characters gave love and support for each other 

through adversity – all with the constant threat of what was largely unknown to them – but we know as the 

Holocaust. 

The play ended with all of the performers singing the lullaby. A haunting end to an exceptional piece of 

theatre. It not only demonstrated the huge range of talents of the students but also what can be achieved 

by the support and facilitation of First Act. 

It would be very easy to say that these students are the stars of tomorrow. That would be inaccurate.  They 

are stars of today. 
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